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Abstract 
Public relations is a growing field of study in post-secondary education. Many scholars and industry professionals 
have perceived a less-than-desirable quality of writing in students and entry-level workers. However, there has been 
little proposed with regard to pedagogical solutions or treatments. This study analyses the use of learning logs to 
teach public relations writing. Public relations students at a Canadian university were asked to maintain learning 
logs during a writing class and to provide feedback on their perceptions of the tool’s usefulness to their learning. 
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1. Introduction 
Public relations is a fast-growing field of study in post-secondary education. The US Department of Labor 
projects employment of public relations specialists to grow 24 per cent between 2008 and 2018 (Hearle, 2012). One 
of the core skills required of a successful public relations practitioner is the ability to write well; however, there has 
been much disappointment and criticism about the quality of writing by undergraduates coming out of public 
relations programs and entering the field of public relations (Cole, Hembroff & Corner, 2009; Braun & Cheng, 
2007; Hardin & Pompper, 2004; Marken, 2001, Haberstroh, 1995). The 1999 report of the Commission on Public 
Relations Education, after study, recommended that public relations educators address the apparently less-than-
desirable quality of writing coming out of undergraduate programs of public relations (Commission on public 
relations education, 1999).  Since that time, there has been ongoing displeasure by both scholars and industry 
professionals, much discussion, and little apparent progress. 
This study aims to take the issue of public relations writing out of the realm of mere discussion and complaint 
and propose a type of pedagogical remedy or approach toward improvement. Sixty students in a second-year public 
relations program at Mount Royal University in Canada were asked to utilize learning logs to track their learning of 
public relations writing and to provide feedback about their perceptions of its usefulness in helping them learn the 
skills involved in this particular type of writing. 
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2.  Literature review 
Even though there has been discussion about the lackluster quality of writing coming from graduates of public 
relations programs, but there has been little research into how to address this perceived problem in public relations 
education. Todd and Hudson (2007) suggest that the use of peer evaluations can help students develop better writing 
skills if the peer evaluations are graded. Hardin and Pompper (2004) suggest that public relations programs add 
more writing courses to the program and that one news writing course be offered. 
Learning logs have been identified as an effective tool to help students develop cognitive awaress of their own 
learning, with claims learning logs can be a very effective tool for cognitive monitoring (Commander & Smith, 
1996). Learning logs are differentiated from journal writing in that journal writing encourages students to get 
personally engaged with their subject matter and to discuss their thoughts and feelings. Learning logs call for 
reflection on specific academic skills and techniques; they are narrow in scope and focus on the process of learning, 
not just what students think and feel about a particular subject matter. Learning logs are designed to expand student 
awareness of their own learning and stimulate metacognitive awareness and cognitive development. The learning 
log’s primary benefit is to the learner (Commander & Smith, 1996). Students can become more aware of their own 
learning and take more responsibility for it. For the instructor, logs provide a record of the student’s learning journey 
in the class. Learning logs have been used across many disciplines as tools to facilitate learning. Learning logs can 
be very simple, such as asking students to write what they have learned at the end of each class (Babcock, 2007) or 
more complex. 
This study is an attempt to offer a specific teaching tool to help students learn the skills required for successful 
public relations writing -- the learning log, which can easily be applied in a class and would not require major 
changes to curriculum or processes. Students in a public relations writing class at Mount Royal University in 
Calgary, Canada were asked to maintain a learning log during the Fall of 2011 and were invited to provide feedback 
about the value of the learning log to the development of their public relations writing. 
Public relations writing requires students become skilled at applying a journalistic style to their journalistic 
writing (news releases, feature stories, media advisories, etc.). This journalistic style is AP (Associated Press) in the 
United States, and CP (Canadian Press) in Canada. Public relations writing also requires students learn to write 
concisely. This can be challenging, since many students have been practiced in essay writing, which asks writers to 
expand and expound. Public relations writing requires the skillful use of vocabulary, above-average spelling 
abilities, knowledge of grammatical syntax, good command of punctuation and grammar, understanding of the 
inverted pyramid style of writing (which has the writer place the main points at the beginning of a piece of writing, 
versus the end, particularly for news releases, reports, business letters and proposals), and the ability to write 
persuasively. These can often be challenging skills for public relations students to develop. 
3. Method 
Sixty students in a second-year public relations program were asked to maintain a learning and editing log during 
the course of the semester, and also invited to participate in a study. As an assignment, all students were required to 
maintain a learning log during the semester. Students were asked to fill in three columns of a chart after they 
received instructor feedback on any assignment. In the first column, students were asked to transpose their errors 
from corrected assignments; in the second column, they were to make the corrections; and in the third column, they 
were to indicate what sources they used to arrive at the corrections or to do investigations so that they could 
understand the ‘why’ behind the corrections. Students were given a pass/fail grade on the assignment, on the basis of 
simply participating in the process. Students could choose how they utilized their logs and decide what kind of 
entries to make on it.  The kinds of assignments students worked on from which to receive instructor and/or student 
feedback for corrections were news releases and a feature story, that is, pieces of journalistic writing. Students 
would write a news release, for example, get instructor feedback, and then begin to fill in their logs based on that 
feedback. They also were required to get peer review from fellow students, so they also had peer review comments 
on these same assignments which they could transpose to their logs if they wished. Additionally, students could add 
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to their logs, anything from lectures, quizzes, exams, or any other classroom work. All students were invited to 
participate in the study by agreeing to any of the following: a) provide copies of logs at the end of the semester for 
the purpose of research, b) fill out an in-depth questionnaire, c) participate in an in-depth interview, and/or d) fill out 
an abbreviated questionnaire. The various levels of participation were provided to allow students to provide as much 
information as possible considering the demands on their time. The questionnaire, in-depth interview and 
abbreviated questionnaire were all designed to discover how students chose to use the log, what they thought of the 
usefulness of the log, if they were using the log in another context (class, internship, job), and if they felt they would 
use this tool in the future. The study followed all requirements of the human research ethics board of the institution. 
An independent outside party recruited the participants, obtained consents, collected the questionnaires, and 
submitted the names of the participants to the researcher after final grades were issued for follow up. All interviews 
were conducted after final grades were posted. 
Data was collected from Fall 2011 to Fall 2012. Data were analysed to determine what kinds of entries students 
were making on their logs (therefore, what it was they felt they were having difficulty with), how useful they felt the 
logs were to learning, if they were using them in other contexts and if they felt this was a tool they might use in the 
future as a method of learning. 
The in-depth questionnaire asked students to select a piece of writing on which they had both student and 
instructor feedback and  report which items they chose to transfer to their logs, reasons why, how likely they were to 
use the tool for other classes or contexts,  how likely they were to use it on their job, and to report how useful they 
felt this tool was to help them learn public relations writing skills. 
For the interview and abbreviated questionnaires, students were asked to respond to three questions:  
Question 1: How did you use your learning log during class and what did you think of it?  
Question 2: Do you use a learning log of any kind in another setting? (i.e. other classes, on your job, on an 
internship, etc.). 
Question 3: Do you think you’ll use a learning log in the future in any setting? (other classes, on your job, on an 
internship, etc.).  
Question 4: What do you think is the value, if any, of this learning log?  
They were asked each question one at a time and simply asked to respond to it in their own words and talk for as 
long as they wished. Interviews averaged about 15 minutes total for each student. 
 
4. Results 
Twenty-nine students out of sixty (62 per cent) agreed to participate in the study. The subjects provided 27 logs, 
three full-length questionnaires, six in-depth interviews and ten abbreviated questionnaires.  
Upon examination of the logs, and in accordance with student reports, most students used their logs for technical 
items such as CP style, grammar and punctuation (that is, mechanical) issues. This makes sense because they are 
learning CP style for the first time and it can be very confusing for them. Additionally, many students confess their 
apprehension about their own knowledge about grammar and punctuation. 
Responses to each of the four main questions are listed below, with selected, and representative, quotes: 
 
Question 1: How did you choose to use your learning log in the class and what did you think of it?  
“I found the log to be useful once I had made several entries on it. I saw that the entries I made were common and 
repeat errors that I was making and I began to refer back [to my log] a lot more.” 
 “I liked it more at the start because there were a lot of new things I was learning. I could set goals for myself about 
what I needed to learn. In the middle of the semester, it was fun to see my progress. At the end, it was getting 
annoying, but I could see what I had learned and the whys.”  
“I would use mine mostly for grammar. I liked it because I would look at it before starting a new assignment so I 
wouldn’t repeat my grammar mistakes.” 
 “I didn’t fudge the system. I used it right away to record all my mistakes. I would read all your [teacher] feedback 
and make my entries right away. It made me think about my recurring mistakes and I would look at it before starting 
a new assignment.” 
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 “There are lots of new concepts in this class, so I would use it to record those concepts. I find I repeat mistakes a 
lot. I liked that I had to fix my errors – it was useful for that.” 
 “It forced me to not just fix my errors, but find out the why.” 
 “I just transferred select items. Most of my feedback was about simple oversights that I actually already knew, so I 
didn’t transfer all of that.” 
 “I didn’t use it that much during the semester – I’m the type that reads my instructor feedback and takes it all to 
heart. I didn’t think I really needed to use it.” 
“It was tedious.” 
“It was tedious but worth it.” 
“I didn’t like it at first, but after a while, I could see it was helpful.” 
 
Question 2: Do you use a log now? If so, where and how?  
Most students indicated they were not currently using the learning log tool. Three students indicated they were 
maintaining a learning log in another public relations class as a learning tool, specifically in media relations class 
where they had to write more news releases. Two students indicated they were using a log in a current employment 
situation. Six students said they were not using a log at all and had no plans of using one in the future. One indicated 
she doesn’t currently use it, “but probably should.” One student indicated she had put in her portfolio to demonstrate 
her learning to potential employers and to take into her first job. Three students indicated that they weren’t keeping a 
physical log, but were keeping a mental log of sorts, one saying “I have a good memory. I keep it in my head.” One 
said she wishes she could maintain one for her other classes, but feels she “isn’t organized enough.” Four said they 
weren’t in a public relations position where they might use one, but thought they might if they were in such a 
position. 
 
Question 3: How do you think you will use the concept of a learning log in the future, if at all? 
Responses to this question were mixed. There seemed to be a positive feeling associated with the idea, but an 
uncertainty about following through. Following are selected, and representative, quotes: 
“If I’m in a job that requires me to absorb lots of new information, I think I would.” 
“I will rely on my boss to edit me, but maybe on specific projects, I might find it useful to use a log.” 
Three students indicated they hadn’t even thought about using it outside of the classroom assignment, but indicated 
it was something to consider. 
“I have lots of ideas for it, future classes, as a proof to my boss, future jobs, but I don’t know if I’ll actually do it.” 
Three students said ‘no.’ 
Three students said they were ‘unsure.” 
One student said, “maybe.”   
One said, “I can see myself using it in the future. I can imagine getting feedback from my boss and then jotting the 
feedback down on my log. 
 
Question 4: What was the value, if any, for you, in using this learning log? 
This was the most surprising part of the study. Students who specifically reported value, claimed that the value 
was in the power of the tool for reflection and engagement in a higher level of learning.  
“It made me stop and look at my errors and think about them instead of racing through my work.” 
“The act of transferring the information was the most helpful and valuable. I had to look at my errors, think about 
them, and correct them.” 
“Half the battle to fixing one’s mistakes is to become aware of them. The learning log helped be to become aware.” 
 “It made me think about why something was right or wrong. Knowing why something is it the right answer helps 
me to learn it. It took me from ‘what’ to ‘why’.” 
“It was a good study tool. It helped me retain information better.” 
“I felt I learned from having to do it, because it made me spend time and attention on it.” 
Most agreed it was a useful tool to teach public relations writing; many indicated that it should be introduced in 
level one, versus level two. Interestingly, many who said it was a very useful tool, also indicated they were not 
currently using it and they were not overwhelmingly certain they would use it in the future 
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Conclusion and limitations 
 
This study shows that a learning log may be an effective tool to teach public relations writing in the classroom 
setting, mostly because it makes students stop and reflect and engage in higher level learning; it is unlikely to be a 
tool that students will use very much outside the classroom. The majority of students interviewed reported 
experiencing some value from using it in the class. Most students said they saw potential and applications for using 
the tool in their current lives, even if they weren’t currently utilizing it. Many saw the potential for future use, but 
were not necessarily committed to future use. The study suggests a learning log may be a worthwhile in-class tool to 
encourage the cognitive process through reflection. This is a small-scale and isolated study of a small group of 
students, so it is difficult to generalize, and there may be cultural limitations. However, a significant number 
reported experiencing some value to their learning as a result of maintaining a learning log. It is worthwhile to 
experiment with the use of learning logs in public relations writing classes. 
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